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Notes on Jewish Amulets. 

HANS H. SPOER, PH.D. 

THE fear of the unknown as well as of the known has always 
disturbed the peace of the human mind. Whether it was the 
danger from an evilly inclined invisible power, such as ghosts, ginns, 
fairies, or sprites, the malice or envy of one's fellow-men, or maladies 
of various kinds, or the bite of snakes or scorpions, the effort was 
made to counteract, or, if possible, to get ahead of, a supposed spell 
or injury by another and stronger. Amulets ^ served accordingly as 
prophylactics against known and unknown danger. 

They were known to the ancient Hebrews, and were called by 
them tl^n^, Isa. 3^. They were used, among other purposes, to 
charm serpents, Jer. S^\ It seems from Isa. 3^ Eccl. 10^^ that there 
was a regular profession of enchanters in Judah. 

The Talmud calls the amulet !?''^p, a word which comes from 
!?ttp, /o bind, and points to the manner in which it was carried, but 
not to its contents. This fact, in connection with Isa. 3^, seems to 
throw some light upon several OT. passages. According to Gen. 35^ 
the women of Jacob's household handed to him, upon the command 
of Yahweh, "IDII M^K'DK, Gen. 35^, among which were also ear- 
rings, 35^. As these ear-rings cannot very well have been represen- 
tations of a deity, the presumption is that they were charms or 
amulets. This again is borne out by the reference in Jud. 8^^'^^. 
Here Gideon requests the Israelites to bring the ear-rings so that he 
might make an ephod out of them. The ear-rings are mentioned 
together with the crescents and chains, v.^^, which were around the 
necks of the camels ; both are unquestionably charms ; no valuable 
horse or camel is to-day in the Orient without a chain, generally 
of blue beads, from which a crescent is often suspended, around its 
neck. Gideon united the smaller charms or amulets of the indi- 

1 The word "amulet" was first used by Pliny, NH. xxix. 4, 19, etc. The ety- 
mology of the word is uncertain and has probably nothing to do with the Arabic 
hdmalet. 
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viduals to make a large one, an ephod, which should serve for the 
entire people to protect it against every kind of calamity and evil. 

Amulets were, and are still, worn openly or concealed. A classic 
illustration is found in 2 Mace. 12^^: "But they found, under 
the coats of those that had been slain, things consecrated to the 
idols of the Jamnites.'^ The amulets were ordinarily worn attached 
to the arm, as is attested by two passages in the Talmud ; in Sank. 
22 a, 15, it is said that the king shall carry the Torah on his arm as 
an amulet, and aho/er. Sabb. 16 b, where it is stated that God hangs 
the storm-wnnd on his arm Hke an amulet. 

The reason for keeping out of sight the lim^ is to be sought in the 
belief that just because it was not seen and therefore its existence not 
suspected, it was a stronger protection for the bearer ; thus a father 
gives an amulet hidden in a cane to his son, a kind of a hidden 
weapon to protect him against the evil eye.^ 

Amulets were especially in vogue in the Talmudic times, and it is 
not surprising that, as in certain branches of the Christian church, 
amulets were valued according to the reputed cure which they had 
brought about, or the protection which they had offered to their 
bearer. 

Thus the distinction was made between amulets which had cured 
once, twice, or three times ; or three different persons once, or one 
person three times.^ We hear therefore of proven and non-proven 
amuletS; i.e. amulets which have or have not cured and protected 
their bearers.* 

The Talmud takes a firm stand against sorcery, in which we must 
include amulets, i.e. amulets which are not of the right kind,^ such as 
the men wore who had been slain in the battle against Gorgias. 
Nevertheless one of the greatest Palestinian Amoraim, Jochanan, de- 
clared that a knowledge of sorcery® w^as one of the indispensable 
qualifications of a member of the Sanhedrim. 

Sorcery was largely employed in cases of sickness, and here the 
Talmud makes the concession that whatever serves for healing was 
not forbidden, though it might be superstitious,^ a principle faith- 
fully carried out, even to this day, by the country population of all 
civilized lands. The Jewish scholars did not make a concession to a 
lower form of religion by permitting sorcery to be employed in case 
of disease, but simply shared the views of the age as to the character 

2 Leviticus rabba, c. 25; Blau, Alijikd. Zauberwesen, p. 91. 

3 Cf. Blau, op. cit. p. 92 for Talmudic references. * Cf. Sota, ix; 13. 

5 Cf. below. 6 Cf. Blau, op. cit. p. 20. "^ Sabb. 67 a\ Chullin, 77 b. 
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of the maladies. The patient was regarded as being under a spell, 
possessed of an evil spirit, a belief with which we meet frequently in the 
Gospels, cf. Mt. i2-2«'^'^- = Lk. 1 1^^^*^*^- Mk. s^'^'^' = Mt. S^^'^'- Luke S^^'"'-, 
and as one spell could be overcome only by another sorcery was em- 
ployed. This consisted often only in amulets or a spoken word, a 
command to the spirit to leave the afflicted. The shemd served as 
such, but especially the divine name, as among Christians the name 
of Jesus. The words of Lev. 13^ were used against the spirit of 
leprosy. This usage of the divine name is doubtless based upon 
Ex. Yf\ "^San mn^ ''i^ ^D for I am Yahweh thy healer. 

The divine name, in its manifold forms and attributes, was naturally 
the most powerful charm, and to make an exorcism or talisman effec- 
tive must never be omitted \ as a matter of fact another name would 
make the charm powerless. That this is so is clearly intimated 
by the statement 2 Mace. 12'*^ Those talismans lacked the DtT 
trn^S^n, and therefore those who carried them were not protected 
and were slain in battle. 

The many citations from the OT. which we find on the amulets 
are doubtless substitutions for old heathen incantations. In the kime'^ 
given below we have a combined quotation from Dt. 28^ and lo^^ 
the entire Ps. 121, one from i S. i8^^ Ex. 15^^ Ps. 45^^ and Is. 49^^ 

Besides the tl^mS^H DtT, which was indispensable, there are other 
characteristics of a good and effective Hme\ These are : 

The Names of Angels, — On this kime'^ we find the names : Ahabiel, 
Berachiel, Hanniel, Hesdiel, Tobiel, and Zedekiel. The angels are 
called upon because there are occasions and matters in which they 
may act without special permission from the Deity, and therefore can 
prevent evil which otherwise might befall the bearer of the amulet. 
According to this kime"^ they helped Abraham, which deed in itself 
might have been reason enough to write their names on the kime\ 
But another instance makes these names powerful and that is the fact 
that they are compounded with the divine name, for with the trans- 
ference of the divine name to the angels it is believed that the power 
of the one owning the name is also transferred.^ 

The Magical Triangle? — This was formed either by the vowels 
a e ?; t o V 0) or by the name mn\ The vowels or name were put 
together in such a way that by repeating them they formed a triangle 
of either 12, 42, or 72 letters.^^ However, on this kime" the magical 

8 Cf. also Blau, p. 1365^. 9 Cf. Pesikta, 108 b, 

1^ On the interpretation of this, cf. Blau, op. cit. pp. 141-146. 



lOO JOURNAL OF BIBLICAL LITERATURE. 

triangle of letters has given place to a triangle of lines in which are 
written vs.^'^ of Ps. 45. 

The Permutation of Letters. — This practice is evidently founded 
in the belief that the permutation makes the charrn more effective. 
On this kime^ we have the letters of the word Xwl permuted in the 
forms : ^HliC, !iCnS, ^li^H, and T\^, written along the two long sides 
of the triangle. At times even entire scripture verses were written 
backward.^^ The word H^lt is the keynote of the quotation Ps. 45^*'?'?- 
and expresses, at the same time, that which is desired for the bearer 
of this ki?ne\ viz. that he may be prosperous. 

The name of the person in whose favor the kime has been written. 

The Name of his Mother, — The father's name is never mentioned. 
We have here doubtless, as in the prayers addressed to the Jewish 
saints, a remnant of the ancient matriarchate which is still Hngering in 
certain customs of to-day.^"' 

The demon, or what is equivalent to it, the disease (cf. the NT. 
passages), or, as in this kime\ a request for general protection and 
prosperity. 

The often unintelligible abbreviations are another feature which all 
Jewish written amulets have in common. 

There may be minor variations, but a complete, written ^^l^p will 
not lack any of the points mentioned. 



Description of the Kime\ 

This kime', of which a photograph is presented herewith, is upon 
parchment and written in Rashi. The names of the angels and the 
OT. citations are in square characters. Its size is 2f '' x 19". The 
beginning of the first line is illegible. Upon the usual exaltation 
follow the names of the angels, by reason of which the bearer of the 
T^ime" shall have success and obtain grace and favor in the eyes of all 
those w^ho see him. Out of the first letters of the quotation i S. 18", 
which is introduced by DIH^tT as it is written, a name has been 
made which has mystical significance, and by virtue of this " great 
and holy name " the man mentioned on this kime' shall prosper. 
Upon this follows in a square 2" x 7^", which is divided into 42 
squares, 13 in a row, a quotation from Ex. 15^^ one letter to a square. 
These 42 squares with the triangle which is formed upon one of the 

11 Cf. Blau, op. cif. pp. 85, 117, 148 sq, 
1'^ Cf. the writer's article; ** Dolmens, etc." 
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narrow sides of the large square are most probably a variant of the 
magical triangle and of the name of 42 letters. 

The kwie closes with the quotation Isa. 49^^ and the words " to the 
bearer of this kime\^^ 



D^?:itr HOT mn^ Di?ia nTi?i3=] tr^^^-ib ^k'' itri? ^lai? [ =] irs? 

[mn''=]n K3i< n«b p nbi^n nnia^ Dir-'?^ "i^jn tsiab jn'' bK m.T p^?*! 
n«T Ky''iap «t^i3 ^nny bi? Dnm biiam Dim pn D^niDn sw b^nts^'' \nb'K 
n^bri b^3tr^ HDB^ ntTK bam rtryia ban iniK n^'i^^rm n^b |a nbi3n nnDT 
Dn^n^n Dmnism D^t^npn miatrn ib^i* niDD T'Kn '^d •'rrs ^om p ^'im 

} 0-00 O J 0-00 O J 0-00-0 } 0-00 O 2 0—0 O O > 

^x^mis 7«nDn b^^:^^ ^x^ann 'rx^nnK dh i^ki Dptnm D^sr^isKn D^Kmjm 

»o-oo — o 

p =] 1D3 TD VD-in bDn n^b p nbisn nnDt n«t Ku^iap Ktrij riK in^b^rm 

[nn nbc n2r3 p2rn .th^ 

0*0 o — o 0-0 0-0 »o— o 0—0 o — o — o 0-0 »o — o o — o >o— c o — o o — o o — o O O (JbfO-O 

^''j Kn i:r sr brv^ ^^y rtr ^-tr ^r '^ntr ^k-i tk itri? ^lai? r^ia n^y s'^tr 

[nn nbo n^TD p2rn ,Tn^ p =] iD3 n'^D yi &S 
r«n bs ^rrn nnnn p .tds^t [dkt ^y^iap Ktri3 =] \p: nmnm nnb^rnb 
[.-n.Ti=] hi b^3tyia vDnn ban mn ^n^i [mnDtr=] tt rnnm rtrria bam 

[nw Ku^top «n3b] tplS Sl^l^tfl i^y 
^T p =] n'^b rpTuis bnn ni<b p nnDT n^br tsnnpni bmin Dtrn nt niDD 

[P2rn 
«bs ntri? nbnn «ni3 trnpn m«3 naias ^la m.T Db«a naiaa ^la 
trnpn tr-nsian Dtrn nt ^mn« ^^b«^ ^^b« [mm=]h *?i^3Bba p2:n ^T 
xriap «Di3=:] pb ^nni? n« mbstntr nbi?2:b idtdh «m3m TnKn mntsm 
1123 nbn b^atr'' hdb^ ntr« bam rtryia ban n«b p nbi^n nna? [n«T 
[ni,T=]h nn« ninn [p2:n ^m p=] Tn mbtrn rbi? nbian mn ffbsrntr 
[mm i3ip nb«=] pb« [ni?i nbo ns:^ =] ib3 [p2rn^m p =] mn nben yiaitr 
[n«T Ku^iap Ktri3b=] ipib SroS iriS nSn °™r itj liri Kii? niii 
[nn nbn n2:3=] ib3 bns: 2:nb b^rn n^rb nbst 
•^3^^ ''n numi "^7 nnntr'' pK n^n^ ^^np^3(^)ia nmrnntri ^^^^ ca^nbia rm 
[DKT «rtop K'tri3b] Tp3b ^iO)p itrim Kb ntr^ m^ns [mm=]n 

13 The reading in the brackets is added by me. 1* Rabbinical for TO'A. 
15 The word is not clear on the MS. It may be vb^r. 
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TrANSLATIOxN. 

. . . my help is from Yahweh who made the 
heavens and the earth. May Yahweh not let thy 
foot slip, may thy keeper not sleep,^^ O child born 
of Leah.i^ I pray thee, O Yahweh, God of Israel, 
who dwellest above the cherubim, show grace and 
compassion and pity and mercy to thy servant who 
wears this amulet, Zacharyah, the child born of 
Leah. And cause him to prosper in all his works, 
and whithersoever he turns may he act wisely and 
prosper and find grace and favor in the eyes of 
all who see him by reason of these, the holy, pure, 
noble, terrible, mighty, and powerful names.^^ 
And they are these : 

Ahabiel, Berachiel, Hanniel, Hesdiel, Tobiel, 
Zedekiel. 

Ye holy angels, as ye have blessed and given 
success to Abraham our father so bless and give 
success to the bearer of this amulet, Zacharyah, 
the child born of Leah, in all his ways; thus shall 
be the good will, lasting, ever and ever. 

[Here follows Ps. 121.] 

To the success and ease of him who is bearing 
this amulet, Zephanyah, the son of Beruryah, in 
the eyes of all who see him and in all his works 
and his paths, as it is written : ^^ " And David 
was prosperous in all his ways, for Yahweh was 
with him." 

yi^nST to him who is wearing this amulet. 
By virtue of this the great and holy name, Zecha- 
ryah, the son of Leah, shall prosper in all his 
works; thus shall be the good will. 



Who is like thee among the gods, O Yahweh? 
Who is like thee, glorious in holiness, 
Fearful in praises, doing wonder? 20 



16 Ps. 

17 Th 
am also 

18 Dt 



And shall be the good will before thee, Yah- 
weh, my god and the god of my fathers. This is 
the name, the wonderful, the holy and the pure, 
the mighty and the terrible, the one mentioned 
above which thou shalt cause to prosper thy ser- 
vant, who is wearing this amulet, Zacharyah, the 
I2I2-3. 

is rendering was suggested to me by Professor H. G. Mitchell, to whom I 
indebted for several other suggestions in connection with the translation. 
2825 and ioi7. 19 I S. 1 81*. 20 Ex. 15I1. 
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son of Leah, in all his works and in all whereto he turns his face may he be 
successful. And may he prosper as thou didst cause David the king to prosper 
on whom be peace; thus shall be the good will. Blessed be thou Yahweh, hearer 
of prayer; thus shall be the good will for ever and ever and ever, to thee do we 
hope, O Yahweh. 

"And in thy majesty ride on prosperously, because of truth and meekness and 
righteousness. And thy right hand shall teach thee terrible things. Thine 
arrows are sharp; the peoples fall under thee; they are in the heart of the king's 
enemies. Thy throne, O God, is for ever and ever : a sceptre of equity is the 
sceptre of thy kingdom " (R.V.).*-^^ For the wearer of this amulet. 

" And kings shall be thy nursing fathers and their queens thy nursing mothers. 
They shall bow down to thee with their faces toward the earth. And thou shalt 
know that I am Yahweh Zebaoth; those who wait for him shall not come to 
shame." ^^ For the wearer of this amulet. 

A Modern Metal Amulet. 

Metal, especially iron, plays an important part in Jewish sorcery, 
and therefore tahsmans are often made of this material. It is con- 
sidered necessary that such a charm be entirely of metal, as otherwise 
the magical power is lost. Thus the knife with which incisions in the 
tree are made for magical purposes must be entirely of iron, even the 
handle being made of no other material. A metal cup is especially 
valuable for protection to drink from at night, as it is very dangerous 
to drink water out of rivers, brooks, or pools at that time on account 
of the demons, against whom the metal of the cup is a strong charm. 
This inherent quality made such a talisman especially valuable. 

The little talisman in my possession is a product of a Sephardi, 
i.e. a Spanish Jew. The Sephardim are more fond of amulets and 
given to superstitions than the Askenazian Jews. The amulet is 
against the evil eye. 

The evil eye is not unknown to ancient Jewish life. The passage 
Is. 3^^ D^^!? m*lptr^ wanton eyes (R.V.) refers rather to eyes which 
may bring about evil. This interpretation seems to be borne out by 
the fact that in this chapter we have several references to charmers or 
sorcerers, cf. v.^. The reference in v.^^, women rule over them, must 
also be interpreted in this light, viz. that the people were so com- 
pletely given to the practice of sorcery that they literally became sub- 
ject to its practitioners, who were mostly women, as no women ever 
ruled over Israel.-^ For the earliest times we have this illustrated 
by the woman at En-dor, i S. 28, and for Talmudic times by the 
frequent references to women sorcerers. Thus we read : " when she 

2^ Ps. 45^^ 22 is^ ^^23^ 23 Compare, however, Athaliah. 
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(viz. the daughter) becomes old she will perhaps practise sorceries ; " ^^ 
or the still more sweeping condemnation: " the most pious of women 
is a sorceress." ^ This refers, according to a Jewish scholar, ^^ not to 
the Christian or heathen women of the second century, but only to 
the Jewish women. 

A full description of the evil eye we find mjes. Sir. xiv. 8-10. 

The envious man hath a wicked eye, he turneth away his face, and 
despiseth men. 

A covetous man's eye is not satisfied with his portion, and the 
iniquity of the wicked drieth up his soul. 

A wicked eye is envious [even] at the bread, and he is a niggard 
at his table. 

We may perhaps see a reference to the evil eye also in Ps. 35^^. 
It is also referred to in the NT. o<^^aA/>to? ttovt/dos Mk. 7H It was 
at all times considered a factor with which one had to reckon 
seriously. 

To the bane of the evil eye were exposed especially men and beasts 
who were distinguished before others by their beauty and excellency, 
and therefore the people are counselled in Baba Bathra, i, 18^, to 
guard themselves against it. However, the tribe of Joseph was im- 
mune from it,^^ so that a man belonging to it could provoke it with 
impunity. This belief in the immunity is doubtless due to a cabalistic 
interpretation of Gen. 49^^ by a play upon the word J^5, which, as a 
matter of fact, appears on this amulet in this sense. TS V? is 
rendered sprout over the eye^ taking v3? as Imp. of n^2. 

In the centre of the obverse of this tahsman, which is round, 
having a diameter of one inch, is a large H about half of the size of 
the amulet. This T\ stands for the Urn hammeforas HliT an in- 
vincible charm. In the middle of the H are two hands raised as in 
blessing. This is doubtless a symbolical representation of Num. 6-"*"^^, 
the priestly blessing, which was considered as protecting Israel against 
the evil eye. That this is the meaning of these two symbols is at- 
tested by the words w^hich stand to the right and left of Jl, which are : 
HD'HD^ and ["^JI^tT^I, the pronominal suffix *] was omitted in the 
case of the second word because of lack of space. These two words 
with the n divide the amulet into halves. Along the edge of the 
upper half-circle are the words : "!? S M^S p ^DV ri*lS p 

24 Sank. 100 b. 21; cf. also 67 b. '^6 bi^u, op. cit. p. 24. 

25 Soferim, 15, 10. 27 Berachoth, 20a {= B. Mezia, 84 a). 
28 For the Talmudic discussions on this point, cf. Blau, op. cit. p. 155, note i. 
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[p!?"^/!? =]= ^ fruitful bough is Joseph, a fruitful bough by a foun- 
tain. The last two words, as we have seen, have given rise to the 
belief that the tribe of Joseph was immune from the evil eye. It 
may have been that by writing this verse on the talisman, the 
special virtue of which the descendants of Joseph boasted was thus 
transferred to the bearer, whoever he might be. 

The lower half-circle is inscribed with the following letters : to the 
left 'n "^ h '1 and to the right 'n 'K Tl 'h. What this legend is I 
cannot make out, nor could several Sephardim Jews and rabbis to 
whom it has been submitted. 

Under the H we have in large characters Dbtl?!*!** and below that 

a 'sn ^prr3 [^ira^s mr^f^n rasn trnpn ts] = ///^ hoiydty 

shall be built quickly in our days. 

The reverse has, in the middle, the Tomb of Rachel with the legend 
underneath 711*1 ^Dp. The idea is that the saint will intercede in 
behalf of the person, a conception repudiated by the Jewish rabbis.^^ 
The legend on this side is: HliT ^Vshi:^ piTT ^T ] = ^^l^^iibn*^ 

nsi nbrtti b:Di nn p!?ti nn iS^n natrntr [i:3nn><i irnb^^ 

[dSsI nrett=] Sii'ti \T\ 'S'^^'\ =1 = And shall be before thee 
the will of Yahweh our God and of our fathers ; that thou mayest 
pi'otect this child from the evil eye and from every disease and every 
evil accident from now to eternity?^ 

Jerusalem, April, igo4» 

29 The tomb is still visited by crowds of Jews, Moslems, and Christians, for 
other purposes as well as the one mentioned above. For instance, woollen 
threads brought into contact with the tomb obtain a special healing quality. 

^^ I acknowledge my indebtedness to Dr. L. Griinhut and M. Ben Jehuda of 
Jerusalem, from whom I have received much information about Jewish folk-lore, 
such as is presented above. 



